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DEGENERATION IN CRIMINALS AS SHOWN BY THE
IJERTILLON SYSTEM OF MEASUREMENT
AND PHOTOGRAPHS.*
BY W. A. McCORN, M. D.,
Assistant Physician Illinois Eastern Hospital. Kankakee, LI.
It is only within a few years that the scientific world has come t
recognize that the criminal, as a class, is a degenerate, and while
his moral depravity, anti-social and perverse tendencies were
apparent, the idea of ascertaining their true cause and proper
remedy has been entirely overlooked until recently. To Professor
Lombroso of Turin is due the honor of first carefully and systemat-
ically studying this matter. Following in his footsteps many are
now engaged in this work, which can only be of ultimate benefit to
the human race. The teachings of Lombroso are vigorously con-
tested by many, who fancy they see in the acceptance of his doc-
trines and teachings the complete overthrow of our penal code.
Yet, if the criminal is a degenerate of low order and consequently
abnormal, may we not consistently ask if he can justly be held
strictly accountable for his perversities, when they have an ana-
tomical foundation?
Many times have I heard the expression from people while looking
at photographs of crimirals: “What horrible faces!” Perhaps this
may be due in part to the fact that the casual observer expects to
find something striking or unusual in the physiognomy of the crim-
inal, but that there is really something peculiar to criminals in this
respect has been shown by experiment; for instance, Lombroso (1)
Laused twenty photographs of thieves and a like number of those
of honorable men to be placed before forty students of a female
seminary in Italy; almost half, 48 per cent, of these young ladies
recognized and selected the criminals. Besides, it is a well-known
fact that there is a physiognomy peculiar to criminals, for how
often do we hear the expression: “He has a murderer’s face!”
Still if we were to ask the person ordinarily making this remark
to describe just what he intends to convey by the expression, he
would he at a loss to describe the condition; hence, it seems to be
intuitive in part, for Lombroso cites the instance of a young lady
turning repulsively from a gentleman introduced to her, and when
* Read before the Association of Assistant PhysIcans, Msy 5,1896.
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asked as to her aversion, she replied: “His eyes are those of a.
murderer!” Although she had no experience in this matter, and
the gentleman had always borne a good reputation, still only a few
years later he committed a brutal murder.
I hope to be able to show you some of the traits that are usually
regarded as peculiar to criminal physiognomy in the collection of
photographs I have with me, but I first wish to say a few words in
regard to the Bertillon system of measurement. This system was
devised by Alphonse Bertillon, Prefect of Police in Paris, about
1881, when the deportation of habitual criminals was agitating the
minds of the French people. His system is solely for the purpose
of identification, and to replace the old method of mere description,
which, as is evident, would vary with different observers, and par-
ticularly so when there was no definite system to be followed and
set terms to be used. Such descriptions are still sent to the Bureau
of Identification of the Chicago Police Department, which, as you
can readily appreciate, are useless for the purpose of identification.
While, as I have stated, M. Bertillon’s system was devised merely
for the purpose of identification, it has aided in the collection of
some valuable statistics as to the proportional size of the head or
cephalic index of this delinquent class. It is to be regretted that
M. Bertillon, when formulating his system, did not give more
attention to other anthropometric data, and thus enhance the scien-
tific worth of his labor and that of his pupils.
During my service as physician in the Wisconsin State Prison at
Waupun I learned the Bertillon system and made the collection of
photographs and measurements which I desire to show you, and by
which I also hope to make apparent some of the signs of degenera-
tion existing in this collection.
These measurements are not selected, but comprise the inmates
of the prison in the spring and early summer of 1894.
Before taking up the description of this collection I desire tG
call your attention to the different forms of crania based on the
cephalic index. These diversities of form have been designated
dolichocephalia, mesocephalia, and brachycephalia, terms convey-
ing the relation of the length to the breadth of the skull. The
antero-posterior diameter is to the biparietal as 100 is to X, being
the formula for determining the cephalic index. All cephalio
indices below ‘78 are considered dolichocephalic; ‘78 to 80 meso-
cephalic, and above 80 brachycephalic. Therefore the physiological
limits of this index may be regarded as from 76 to 87. This fact
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excess or diminution of these figures is to be considered patho..
logical.
There are other forms of the cranium which are given special
names, as macrocephalus, due to hydrocephalus; microcephalus, I I
arising either from aplasia of the brain or synostosis of the sutures.
Oxycephalus, or steeple-shaped skull, is due to synostosis of the
parietal with the occipital and temporal bones, with compensatory
development in the bregmatic region. This form is said to be
common to epileptics and congenital criminals.
Trigonocephalus, that is narrow forehead with great width
behind, arises from premature union of the frontal suture.
Plagiocephalus, or obliquity of the head, is due to unilateral
synostosis of the frontal with one of the parietal bones.
Platycephalus, flat-headedness, is said to be quite common among
the insane.
Scaphocephalus, keel-shaped, is probably due either to too early
union of the sagittal suture or by development of both parietal
bones from one center.
Leptocephalus, narrow-headedness, is caused by early synostosis
of the frontal and sphenoid bones.
The greatest antero-posterior diameter, or head length, is taken
from the glabella to the maximal occipital point. Its average is
said to be 17.5 cm. in men, with a physiological variation between
16.5 and 19 cm.
The greatest transverse diameter is taken between the tubera
parietalia. Its average is 14.6 cm., with a physiological variation
between 13 and 16.5 cm. (2.)
Lombroso claims that certain cephalic indices are especially corn- - I
mon to some forms of crime; murderers, for instance, are usually
brachycephalic, or even ultra-brachycephalic, while thieves are doli-
chocephalic. Yet, on the whole, I think it may stated as a fact quite
well proven that criminal crania are usually extremes of type, that
is, there are many more who are dolichocephalic and brachycephalic
than honorable persons, and few of the mesocephalic type, hence a
deviation from the average, on which we base our normal data. I
Criminals present quite a well-marked tendency to the oxyceph-
alic or steeple-shaped skull. This form, according to Benedikt, is
an effort at compensation, an effort that testifies to defective organ-
ization. The opposite defect, or platycephalia, is quite common
among criminals, and is characteristic of degeneration. This form
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has been called the Satanic type by Lauvergne, and was often used
by the old masters in their portrayal of his plutonic majesty.
I have observed that scaphocephalia, or keel-shape, occurs quite
often, as you will perceive from these photographs.
I Receding forehead has usually been regarded as indicative of low
mental and moral development, yet the general size of the head,
its breadth and vaulting, are of more importance in respect to
degeneration.
Cranial asymmetry is a very important factor in degeneration, and
I regret that the photographs and measurements do not show this,
although careful observation will reveal its presence in a number of
them.
I do not wish to be understood that I claim to be able to base a
diagnosis of criminality upon the formation of the skull alone, for
there are quite a number of honorable people with markedly
deformed heads, yet criminals with well-formed heads are rare.
I also regret that the Bertillon system does not take account of
the facial angle, which is an important factor in determining atav-
ism, a prominent trait of degeneration. Yet by carefully studying
these photographs you may be able to note marked prognathia in
many, especially in those guilty of homicide or murderous assault.
The squareness and prominence I of the jaws are obvious in a
Dumber.
Prominence of the cheek-bones has often been noted, particu-
larly among sexual offenders.
The prominence, length, and voluminousness of criminals’ ears
have been spoken of by many observers. Lombroso (3) lays
special stress on the frequency of the handle-shaped ear and regards
it as one of the most common marks of the criminal, it occurring in
28 per cent of those he examined, and Knecht found it in 22 per
cent. Ottolenghi examined 600 criminals and 200 normal persons
and found it occurred in 20 per cent of the latter and in 39 per
cent of the criminals.
The most common atavistic abnormality of the ear is the pres-
ence of the Darwinian tubercle in a marked degree. Its presence
is not well shown by these photographs, although it may be readily
observed in a few. There are other abnormalities to be noted that
are indicative of a low or degenerate type, like absence of one of
the branches of the fork, absence of the helix, effacement of the
antihelix, exaggerated development of the root of the helix, and
absence of the lobule.
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The projection of the ear is usually regarded as an atavistic char-
acteristic, being found in many apes.
I desire to refer briefly to one other condition before speaking of -
the characteristics of criminals presented by this collection, and I;’
that is tattooing. This is quite common among criminals, and is I I
often carried to an extraordinary extent, Lombroso being the first
to call attention to its prevalence among criminals, and to point out
its full biological and psychical significance. It has been found to I
exist in as high as 40 per cent of the criminals examined by certain
observers. The designs employed refer to war, love, religion, occu- I
pation, and a few to obscene practices. The favored devices are I
flags, ships, anchors, bracelets, and initials. Its usual site is the 111
forearm, although all parts of the body have been utilized. Those I I
tattooed on the sexual organs show an extreme degree of depravity. II:
The indulgence in this practice is often due to idleness and associa- I
tion with those of a low mental type; it also testifies to a degree I
of lowered cutaneous sensibility, for tattooing is far from being
painless.
Of the photographs and measurements which I offer for your
inspection, there are 222 convicted of burglary, 118 of larceny, 35 IJ
of robbery, 19 of horse stealing, 62 of murder, 14 of manslaughter,
31 of assault, 46 of rape, 15 of incest, 16 of adultery, 6 of bigamy, 111I
8 of sodomy, 3 of keeping a house of ill-fame, 3 of fornication, 33 I I
of forgery, 9 of fraud, 6 of embezzlement, 4 of counterfeiting, 5 of
obstructing a railroad, 2 of perjury, 11 of arson, 4 of selling liquor
to Indians, and 3 of abandoning their family. Consequently, by #{149}I
combining those guilty of burglary with those guilty of larceny, I
robbery, and horse stealing, we have 394 thieves; of those guilty 11
of murder, manslaughter, and assault, we have 107 homicides; those
of rape, incest, adultery, bigamy, sodomy, keeping a house of ill- 11 II
fame, fornication, we have 92 sexual offenders; finally, combining
those guilty of fraud, forgery, embezzlement, counterfeiting, and II
perjury, we have 54 swindlers. I -
Of the thieves, 1 has a cephalic index of 72, 4 of 73, 8 of I  I
of 75, 18 of 76, 32 of 77, 31 of 78, 38 of 79, 60 of 80, 37 of 81, 54 - ‘1
of 82, 38 of 83, 24 of 84, 18 of 85, 13 of 86, 4 of 87, 3 of 88, 1 of
89, 5 of 90, 2 of 91, and 1 of 93; therefore, 74 are dolichocephalic, 1I
129 mesocephalic, and 191 brachycephalic, as well as 36 who far
exceed the physiological limits, hence over 9 per cent are patholog- I I II
ical in this respect alone.
Of the homicides, 1 has a cephalic index of 71,3 of 75, 12 of 76, I
I.Ifl
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6 of 77, 6 of 78, 9 of 79, 9 of 80, 7 of 81, 14 of 82, 12 of 83,6 of
84, 1 of 90, 2 of 91, 1 of 92, and 1 of 94; therefore, 21 are dolicho
cephalic, 31 mesocephalic, and 54 brachycephalic, and 9, that is &
per cent, are beyond the physiological limits.
Among sexual offenders we find 2 with a cephalic index of 70, 
with 72, 1 with 7), 3 with 74, 2 with 75, 3 with 76, 5 with 77, 8 with
78, 12 with 79, 10 with 80, 9 with 81, 5 with 82, 11 with 83, 5 with
84, 2 with 85, 1 with 88, 3 with 89, and 2 with 90; consequently, I &
are dolichocephalic, 30 mesocephalic, and 38 brachycephalic, then
14 or 15 per cent who are pathological.
Of those guilty of fraud 1 has a cephalic index of 72, 2 of 73,
1 of 75,2of 76,3of77,3of 78,4of 79,8of80,Sof 81,2 of 82,
7 of 83, 6 of 84, 5 of 85, 4 of 87, and 1 of 89; hence, 9 who are
dolichocephalic, 15 mesocephalic, and 30 brachycephalic, thus 5, or
nearly 10 per cent, are pathological.
Of the 11 incendiaries 1 has a cephalic index of 77, 1 of 79, 2 of
80, 1 of 81, 1 of 82, 2 of 83, 1 of 84, 1 of 85, 1 of 86, and so 1 is
dolichocephalic, 3 mesocephalic, and 7 brachycephalic.
This all shows that brachycephalia predominates in these delin-
quents; but let us compute the average cephalic index of each-
class by itself and in so doing we find 80 to be the average for
thieves, 82 for homicides, 80 for sexual offenders (a species of
thieves), 81 for swindlers, and 82 for incendiaries, thus showing thai
thieves and sexual offenders have a lower average cephalic index
than homicides, swindlers, and incendiaries.
As to the various types of crania found in this collection we will
have to depend on the eye alone in judging from the photographs,
which present two views of each, face and profile, and we readily
perceive that of the thieves whose hair is short or who are bald,
that 21 are leptocephalic, 21 platycephalic, 79 scaphocephalic, and
72 oxycephalic, hence 5, 5, 20, and 19 per cent respectively. Of
these same offenders 99 have heavy square jaws, 64 are markedly
progriathic, and 84 have prominent cheek-bones, 111 have promi-
nent and handle-shaped ears, the Darwinian tuberole is readily
recognized in 12, and 72 present more or less asymmetry; 129 of
the 394, or 33 per cent, are tattooed; the numerical frequency of the
designs are as follows: Indistinct marks occur in 46, 43 have au
anchor, dots in 54, initials 42 times, a heart 24 times, a star 22 times,1
a flag 19 times, a wreath 17 times, a ballet girl 16 times, a cross 21
times, a girl’s head 15 times, a shield 11 times, sunrise 9 times, an
eagle, a ring, clasped hands, 7 times each; a tombstone 6 times, a
I 
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weeping willow, a Bhip, b times each; a heart pierced by arrows, a
circle, 4 times each ; the goddess of liberty, “ in mem ry of my I
mother,” a horseshoe, a rose, doves, a harp, 3 times each ; crossed
daggers, bow-knot, leaves, bracelet, a crucifix, a crown, twice eaeh ; I
a house, 2 hatchets, a spade, a diamond, a club, a lance, a boy’s
head, “in memory of my friend,” the Greek slave, 2 arrows, a II
girl riding an eagle, a triangle, “in memory of my father,” a ball I
player, a capstan, a serpent, a scroll “with love,” a date, a square
and compass and rosette, once each. Eighty-one of these thieves I #{149}
have one of the anomalies above mentioned, 100 two, 74 three, 29 -
four, and 13 five. I
Of the homicides, we find 5 who are plainly leptocephalic, 25
oxycephalic, 3 trigonocephalic, 4 plagiocephalic, 13 platycephalic, I
and 25 scaphocephalic, that is 5, 23, 3, 5, 14, and 23 per cent II
respectively. We also find marked asymmetry in 12, prognathia
in 20, 35 have heavy jaws, the cheek-bones of 36 are prominent, I
81 have projecting, handle-shaped ears, and in 3 prominent Dar- I
winian tubercies are found. Nineteen present 1 anomaly, 33 two,
8 three, 11 four, and 1 five. Fifteen of these 107 homicides are
tattooed, then 14 per cent, not half as prevalent as among thieves. I
The designs used comprise a star 24 times, an anchor 10 times, a flag,
a heart, 7 times each; sunrise, initials, a bird, each 6 times; an eagle
5 times, a sailor, clasped hands, dots, a cross, a wreath, 4 times
each; a ballet girl, indistinct marks, a ring, a shield, each occur 3
-times; a girl, a ship, a boy’s head, twice each; and a cypress tree, a
tombstone, “in memory of my mother,” a square, a date, a girl’s
head, the name, 2 hearts pierced by an arrow, a heart pierced by a -
dagger, a bracelet, a cannon, a drum, a chain, a crescent, an arrow,
a serpent, once each.
Of the 92 sexual offenders, 30 are scaphocephalic, 27 oxyceph- I
-alic, 8 platycephalic, 2 plagiocephalic, 1 trigonocephalic, and 1 lep- I I
tocephalic, that is 33, 30, 7, 2, 1, and 1 per cent respectively. Asym- I
metry is noticeable in 13, 14 are markedly prognathic, 25 have I
broad, heavy jaws, 50 prominent cheek-bones, 34 projecting, handle- I
bape ears, and 16 are tattooed, then 17 per cent; 15 present one II
anomaly, 25 two, 27 three, 8 four, 3 five, and 2 six. Of the tattoo
designs we have initials 11 times, a star, dots, 6 times each; an
anchor, a cross, marks, 5 times each; a girl’s head 4 times, a flag, a I
heart, a ballet girl, a date, each 3 times; a shield, 2 daggers, a ring, .
twice each; a serpent, a triangle, a girl, a dagger, a weeping wil-
low, a grave, a bracelet, a flower pot, sunrise, clasped hands, a
II
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lI/II  heart pierced by an arrow, the name, a circle, and a horseshoe, once
I each.
i:- I I I Of the 54 swindlers, 13 are evidently oxycephalic, 1 trigonoceph-
 I alic, 7 platycephalic, 27 scaphocephalic, and 1 leptocephalic, hence
-  24, 2, 13, 50, and 2 per cent respectively; 9 present asymmetry, 
 prognathia, 21 have broad, heavy jaws, 31 prominent cheek-bones,
#{149}:1 I 29 projecting, handle-shape ears, and 11 are tattooed, that is 20 per
 - cent; 7 present one anomaly, 27 two, 13 three, 10 four, and 1 five.
: II Of the tattoo designs, initials occur 4 times, the name, an anchor, a
 star, a ballet girl, dots, 3 times each; a cross twice, and a heart
I::; crossed by two arrows, a wreath, the Greek slave, a flag, “Strand of
: - America,” a chain, indistinct marks, sunrise, an eagle, and clasped
II: I hands, once each.
. Of the I 1 incendiaries, we find 6 who are scaphocephalic, 3 oxy-
 I I cephalic, and 1 plagiocephalic, that is 55, 27, and 9 per cent respect-
.1 ively. Asymmetry occurs in 1, prognathia in 4, 4 have heavy,
I broad jaws, 5 prominent cheek-bones, 2 projecting, handje-shape
I ears, and 2 are tattooed, then 18 per cent; 2 have one anomaly, 2
two, 5 three, and 1 four. The tattooed designs consist of sunrise,
an anchor, a cooper’s adz, drawing knife, initials, a date, a cross, a
- - heart, dots, and a ring, once each.
Hence we see that oxycephalia and scaphocephalia markedly
I I I predominate in these few delinquents, who, besides, are not the
worst of their class, for Wisconsin has no large city to draw from
like Illinois or New York. We also -see that tattooing attains its
- highest percentage among thieves, who are more often congenital
I I / criminals than any of the other classes, as well as being notoriously
II recidivous. It is impossible to ascertain the extent of recidivism
at the present time, as our means of identification have been toe
I limited, but as the Bertillon system comes into more general use
I / in our penitentiaries, and with a national or international bureau of
identification, there will then be little difficulty in ascertaining the
/ I extent of this trait, which is of vital importance from an economic
I and social point of view. It is a well-known fact among prison
I and police officers that thieves, more than any others, are guilty of
their second, third, fourth, fifth, and even many more, offenses, after
being successively punished. During my short service of three
I years in the penitentiary, I knew of men coming back for their
third term in this prison; one was then serving his fifth sentence
- for the same offense each time - burglary - to say nothing of those
who have served terms in other penitentiaries. Besides, punish-
I 1) I II I I I I I II .
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ment has no effect in deterring them from committing the deed; for
instance, I know of this case: A certain convict was liberated from
Joliet in the morning; that night he burglarized a residence in
Racine, Wis.; was arrested and tried the next day, and on the day
following I had the opportunity of taking his measurements and
photograph, and when I received my report from Chicago, where a
duplicate of each measurement was sent at that time, I learned of
the above facts. Another instance: One Robert Jones made a
vigorous kick (pardon the slang) against being measured, when
this system was introduced at Waupun, protesting his former gooc
conduct, and had only committed the crime of which he was con-
victed from dire need. Notwithstanding his vigorous objections,
he was measured, and the data proved that he had served a term in
Joliet and one in Michigan City for a like offense each time.
But I find I am digressing, as I have one more point I wish to
present, and that is the locality usually chosen for tattooing; of their
nature you can readily judge from the designs used. Now of the
173 tattooed, the designs are on the left forearm in 134, on the right
forearm in 122, the left hand in 74, the right hand in 49, on the
left arm 7 times, the right arm 8 times, the left wrist 6 times,
the right wrist 5 times; the left thigh, the left knee, and the right
knee, once each.
I have here a few photographs of tattoo marks, and I now regret
that I did not take more when I had the opportunity, for this trait
is comparatively rare among the insane. A short account of each
is given on the reverse of the card.
This comprises what I have to say in regard to the marks of
degeneration displayed in this collection, and are these not enough
to awaken the suspicion at least that criminals, as a class, belong to
the defectives or degenerates? And if any of you have been asso-
ciated with them in any capacity, this suspicion will then become a
reality, for added to these anatomical characteristics are their men-
tal traits, which are amply sufficient to distinguish them, as a class,
from ordinary men, but this phase of the matter I shall not enter
upon.
Being myself convinced that criminals are not of themselves
wholly accountable for their misdeeds, it seems to me that we do
them a wrong in subjecting them to the treatment we do in our
penal institutions. Should they not rather be treated more like our
insane? Hopeful cases be given the benefit of means which will
better their mental and physical conditions, inculcate habits of indus-
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try, and so render them self-supporting, while the hopeless cases
or inoorrigibles be placed in institutions for safe keeping, according
them all the comforts and liberty consistent with their own welfare
and that of society. I simply make these as suggestions, and will
not take any of your time for further discussion.
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